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F'ART 1 : SOME FLAIN THINKING ABOUT CENTRAL AMERICA 

i. A drive in the mountains. 

blATIONAL DEFENSE UNIVERSITY 
LIBRARY 

SL ECIAL COLLECTIONS 

My home is in Colorado: and I have spent count_less 

hours enjoying the mountains of that state. When driving 

through those mounta ins,  I would o f t e n  have the occas ion t o  

t r a v e l  over  one of the mountain passes t h a t  marks the 

cont. i nen ta l  0 i v i d e  of the Uni ted S t a t e s .  On eacn o c c a s i o n ,  

I i n v a r i a b l y  r e f l e c t  on the e lementa ry  ye t  amazing rea l  i t y  
o 

of na tu re  t h a t  causes two drops of water  which s t r i k e  the 

ground on l y  incnes apar t  t o  produce sucln 0 r a m a t i c a l i y  

d i f f e r e n t  r e s u l t s .  One drop w i l l  f i n d  i t s  way to  the 

A t l a n t i c  Ocean. wh i l e  the drop f a l l i n g  on l y  inches away w i l l  

u l t i m a t e l y  reach the P a c i f i c .  I r e c a l l e d  these r a t h e r  

unusual r e f l e c t i o n s  r e c e n t l y  fo l  lowing a panel d i s c u s s i o n  at 

the Nat iona l  War Col lege concern ing  bS f o r e i g n  oo] i c y  in 

Cent ra l  America.  The panel c o n s i s t e d  of two prominent  

e x p e r t s  on the r e g i o n - - b o t h  fo rmer  h igh l eve l  o f f i c i a l s  in 

the Reagan A d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  Both agreed t h a t  the , - o n d i t i o n s  

of p o v e r t y  in the reg ion  and the t h r e a t  from communist 

s0onsored i n s u r g e n c i e s  were the most p r e s s i n g  t h r e a t . -  t o  US 

inzePeszs in the region. But just as the two or.oDs of water 

started so close together, yet ended oceans apart: these two 

experts wno started so close to agreement on the nature ,DE 

the Drobiem, en,ned just as far apart on ~_neir view of the 



rign~ foreign policy for the United States in Cer,~rai 

America. 

One view framed the 0rob]em in a c]assic east-west 

conr_e:.{t. He spoke of the need to encourage democracies in 

the region and to he]p these democratic governments to 

defend themse]ves. He argued that it was on]y after these 

fragi]e democracies cou]d provide for their own security 

that the economic progress so desperately needed COL:]d 

proceed. He ciear]y saw Cuba and Nicaragua as principa] 

sources of suppo~t for factions that wou]d threaten the 

demc, cracies in the region~ and insisted that the Reagan 

Administration's efforts to support the Contras in Nicaragua 

were essentia] to protecting US interests in the region. 

The second panel ist saw the solution to the or:~blem 

,~uite differentiy. To r~im the threats to these fragiie 

demacr.acies ~ere the ap~aiiing Iiving conditions ~_hat the 

people in these democracies are forced to endure. He argued 

that a11 the military victories in the world would not soi ve 

this problem and that this enduring tea] ity of poverty would 

oniv ensure new insu~gencies and lingering conflict. He 

argued that US 4oreign poi icy needed to focus--as the 

aOi,~ing priority--on the sol L:tion to the conditions .~ 

aoject poverty in the region. He offered that US leverage 

in the region is very ~ea] . and that this ]everage ,T, U St be 

used to bring about socia] change in the region. He further 

argued (as did ultimate]y a majority in the House of 



Representatives), that the Administrazion's Contra policy 

fundamentally diverted attention from the real proolems in 

the region, thereby undermining any chance for progress 

toward a genuine solution. 

At the end of the panel discussion, I tried to identify 

areas in their presentations that were common. I could not. 

Upon reflection, it seemed to me that while both were right, 

both were also wrong. The nature of the current debate is 

such that one's starting point essential l y preordains his 

conclusions. In. the debate on US pol icy for Central 

America, the preferred solutions for one dimension of the 

prool em are radical I y different from and seemingly interfere 

witn the solutions for the other. PART 1 of this paper 

attempts to start from scratch; to review the US interests 

in the region, to discuss the threats to those interests and 

then to OeveloD a basis for US pol icy in Central America. 

F'ART 2 then takes this basis anO roughly examines two key 

issues affecting the region, drugs and insurgency~ and 

assesses some of the aspects of US pol icy in light of this 

basis. This is not intended to represent anotlner "experts 

v iew"  of the  problem or  the  s o l u t i o n ,  ( I  am c e r t a i n l y  no 

exDer~ on either Central America or foreign poi it,,') . 

Instea0, this oaper is an attempt to 0evote some "plain 

~_hinKing" ~_o ~_ne prooiem and the solutions ~4e seek. 



If. F'heasant hunting on the Snake River. 

I had the good for~_une five years ato to be stationed 

in Eastern Washington. One of the many friends I remember 

there is a man named Bill Holmes, who introduced me to the 

joys of pheasant hunting--one of which has nothing to do 

with hunting at all. On oractically every trip, usually up 

to the most inassessable sections of the Snake River, we 

would find the time to sip some bourbon and proceed to go 

aDou~ solving all the world's problems. In these 

discussions--and in countless ,others with scores of other 

such "experts .... I have come to believe that there ape really 

only three reasons that most American's will agree are 

important enough to either send their sons and daughters to 

war or agree to have their taxes raised in order to support~ 

I bei ieve those three reasons are: 

i. To provide fop the security of the United States 

and the freedoms it provides for us. 

2. To defend t he  oual i t y  of  our  way of l i f e  an,~ 

p r o t e c t  t he  w e l f a r e  of our  p e o p l e .  

:3. To assist other peo0ies in their ,~uest for freeOom 

ano a h i g h e r  q u a l i t y  of  l i f e .  

/ / / 

i further believe that foreign pol icy objectives ,.that 

genuinely meet any of these reasons will be supported by the 



American people and ultimately by the Congress. For the 

our poses of this aa0er, i wi]] use these three reasons as a 

reasonable starting point to examine US interests in Central 

America. 1 

In seeking to examine these interests with respect to 

Central America, it is useful to look at the problem 

initially from two different, directions. The first is to 

consider the potential "positive" contributions the region 

could provide for the United States; the second is to look 

at the region in. "negative" terms--as possib]e threats to 

our interests. For while it is important to understand and 

adequately respond to the threats to US interests, (l ike 

poverty and insurgency), I be] ieve the basis for an enduring 

foreign pol icy in the region must be ultimately based on 

positive goals and objectives. 

Thus, the first phase of this e,'amination of specific 

US interests in Central America sought to find "positive" 

items of va]ue that would enhance the security or improve 

the prosperity of the United States, (reasons one and two 

above). I tried and I failed to find such an item of value. 

Unlike in South America, whece natural resour.ces, potential 

markets fo~ ~ US products and emerging industrial powe~s offer 

impressive potentia] for genuine va]ue to the United 

States--the countries in Centra] America seem only to 

provide ootentia] threats to our security an~ prosperity. I 

conciuaeO that the only potentia] area of "positive" value 



in the region would exist in the thir0 reason stated above. 

In reflecting on this reason--the desire to help others--I 

concluded that there is positive value (as distinct from the 

"negative" type)., in the intangible arena of seeking 

goody, ill and friendly relations with countries that are so 

close to us. I further bel ieve that this notion of seeking 

to be "friendly neighbors" is currently the only genuine 

positive interest for the United States in the region. Yet, 

because this value is "softer" than the rail itary and 

economic interests we seek elsewhere in the world: it 

becomes much more difficult to shape a coherent "positive" 

pol icy for- the region. 

The secono phase of t h i s  rev iew of OLlr i n t e r e s t s  in 

Cent ra l  America looked from the n e g a t i v e  p e r s p e c t i v e ;  the 

t h r e a t s  or  p o t e n t i a l  t h r e a t s  to  v i t a l  US i n t e r e s t s .  There 

are many: 

o The r i s e  in i n s u r g e n c i e s - - a l l  except  the one the uS 

suppor ts~ w i th  a s t rong  a n t i - A m e r i c a n  b i a s - - t h r e a t e n s  the  

s t a b i l i t y  of governments in the r e g i o n .  I f  s u c c e s s f u l ,  

these i n s u r g e n c i e s  couio iead t o  an u n f r i e n d l y  ne ighbor  on 

our southern b o r d e r ,  w i th  impo r tan t  i n roads  and p o s s i b l e  

bases of o p e r a t i o n  f o r  our major aOversary .  

o The incredible poverty and skewed aistribu~ion of 

wealth either drives many peopie in the region to ~eek a 

better iife in the United States, (often illegally~, or take 

uP arms with the insurgents. 



o The involvement of the region in the production and 

traffic of illegal drugs. 

o The crippling effects of the foreign debt owed by 

these countries. 

Finally, I return to my third "reason" for US involvement in 

Central America--the desire to assist the people in the 

region to attain a marginally acceptable quality of life. 

For in Central America there remains the inescapable reality 

that the people go not share the fundamental freedoms which 

are basic to the dignity of humankind. I believe most 

American's genuinely support US efforts which seek to 

improve the freedom and quality of life for our neighbors in 

the region.2 

Thus, the problem a~ hand in developing a basis for our 

foreign ool icy in Central America is one of seekln~ to be a 

part of the current move toward national maturity in the 

region, (the positive dimension), while working to diminish 

the real threats to our own interests, (the negative side) .3 

This is a problem we ought to be able to solve. 

i!i. 0n pancakes. 

I was having a particularly intense discussion with my 

0uddv Wes one day, when he uttered what i consioer one of 

~he great truths of life. At a time when i seemed to have 

my argument wrapped, sealed and ready for the shelf, Ine 



reminoed me, "Rock, no matter how thin you make a pancake, 

it still has two sides."4 Therefore, before i get too far 

along in this paper, I bel ieve it is important to look at 

another side of this question of interests. We need to 

consider the vital interests of the Central American 

countries as those countries perceive them. In the most 

basic sense, I believe, they see their interests in very 

similar terms to the US interests discussed in section II 

above: these countries seek a secure peace, they hope for a 

prosperity that could provide their people with basic needs, 

ano they desire to retain their unique social and cultural 

identity while moving toward the attainment of liberal 

democratic value, (values described in the OAS Charter and 

the Rio Treaty). In addition, I believe it is important to 

add a fourth dimension--a fourth category of interest that 

is uni0ue perhaps to Latin America. This added interest is 

the intense desire for independence from the United States. 

These countries seek a self-image in which they are allowed, 

even e:.:pected, to act in their own behalf without the 

pervasive involvement .of r_he United States; yet this desire 

is balanced by the ironic and almost equal fear of 

abandonment 0y the United States. While most Central 

American count_pies are a,-utely aware of their economic, 

political and 0sychological dependence on the US, they 

intensely oesire to become more mature, self-sufficient 

nati.~ns.5 



IV. Some plain thinking aoout the problem. 

Sometimes it's hard to see the forest through the 

trees. Thpre are so many problems, all seemingly 

interrelate0, all seeming so impossible to solve that the 

temotation is to just 0top back 15 yards and punt. But as I 

look at the interests of the US and compare these with the 

interests in the region, there seems to be a genuine 

prospect for a basis for US 0ol icy which accommodates both 

sets oT interests. At the risk of stating the obvious~ it 

is clear to me that the ultimate key to US pol icy in this 

region is to focus on the positive dimension oT US 

interests--the genuine development of the countries of the 

region. If we could imagine the region as a group of 

self-sufficient and responsible governments who were able to 

0rovide for the security, prosperity and dignity of its 

citizens, much of the problem would be resolved, if these 

countries could develop into more mature nations, this 

development would in itself reduce the threats to our 

interests while attaining their own. On the other hand, we 

can see from our own history that working only on the 

negative has not eliminate0 these threats--holes in ~_he dike 

pop up all the time--whiie the positive interests are not 

adOressed. 

By returning to our starting point for this essay!, we 

can perhaps identify the key problem in seeking a broadly 

accepted, publicly supported foreign pol icy for Central 



America. Bot_n oersoec~_ives that i oriefly outlined aE the 

oeginning of this pa0er focus on "negative" threats, 

(insurgency and poverty), to US interests in the region. 

But both perspectives are flawed in that neither, accepts a 

broader and more fundamental "positive" objective. I 

suggest the overriding imperative for US pol icy in Central 

America must be to support the broader pol icy objective of 

fostering national development in these countries. I 

beiieve it is precisely this point that has foiled our 

attemots to build a consensus for foreign pol icy in the 

region--and precisely this point that offers a oath to that 

consensus. 

But talking about "nat onal development" and agreeing 

on what that means can be two different things. It is not 

my purpose in this paper to develop a new theory of third 

world development, for there are ample numoers of e::Derts 

wno ~::now ~ar more about it than I. For my purposes, it will 

be sufficient merely to outline some generally accepted 

ideas on the nature of responsible governments. The 

following characteristics of such governments--each 

highiighting an area that is particularly weak in most of 

Central America--provioe a starting point of reference. 

None of these characteristics will come quickly or easily. 

A1 1 require a level of tru.st ~_hat currently does no~ exist 

in zhe Central American countries. All must c~e deveiooed 

oatiently and nurtured carefully in each country. 



o identity. The country must go about the task:: of 

building a national identity, of developing the positive 

self-image of all people as citizens of the nation. 

o Legitimacy. The government must develo0 the sense 

of trust from its people that it can genuinely respond to 

the popular expectations of its citizens. 

o Participation. The opportunity for real 

0articipation must extend to all citizens. The US cannot 

create a democracy. We can only create the conditions where 

this opportunity for participation is imoroved. 

o Institution building. Each country must oevelop the 

institutions--executive, legislative and judicial--at the 

local and national level that are essential to legitimate 

government. 

o DistriDution. The wealth and resources of the 

nation must be distributed in a way that guarantees the 

basic human dignity of its citizens.6 

In describing the nature of these governments which we 

see~:: to nurture, i earlier used the terms se]f-su~Ticient, 

secure, responsible and respect for human dignity. While 

these ideas may seem simmie enough, i believe it is 

important_ to reflect and understand these conceots and the 

l ikei y conse0uences for the US and our nei._qhbors as they 

begin to reach these new levels of national maturity. 



a. Sei f--SLIEr iciency. Wniie it is cl ear that a country 

v~inicn neeos little outsioe aid has reacineo an important 

maturir_y in its development, this achievement is not without 

its impact on the Uniteo States. A country approaching 

seif-suf4iciency wil l be obviously less dependent on the 

United States and therefore less overtly l everaged to 

support specific US interests. It would be normal for these 

countries to seek closer relations with other nations, even 

the Soviet Union and its allies. The key for pol icy makers 

in the United States is to respect that natural outgrowth of 

self-sufficienry in a developing country and trust that the 

ultimate strength of our own values, economic example and 

friendship will ultimately prevail. Just as our development 

assistance in Europe and Japan after World War IT i_~rodu~eo 

self-sufficient and independent all ies in those countries, 

we snc,~iid not Pecome alarmed--in fact we Should see it_ as a 

success--az r..he initial signs of independence in the Central 

American countries. 

O. S e c u r i t y .  No government can succeed i f  i t  cannot 

prov ide f o r  the Oasic s e c u r i t y  of i t s  c i t i z e n s ,  and t h i s  i s  

a real cha l lenge f o r  much of Central America. In p a r t ,  the 

insurgencies in the region are the result of frustrated 

expecr_ations by groups within these countries. Governments 

can oo much to improve their security problem by genuinely 

aduressing these +.rustrations. But these insurgencies also 

are often supported by external governments. All countries 

in zne region Should move to halt the exportation of war 



from country to country. It is a valid US po] icy objective 

to assist these countries--both with rail itary and 

humanitarian aid--as they move to end the wars in their 

countries. It is also a valid and appropriate US poi icy 

objective to seek unilaterally to eliminate the external 

support from Cuba anO the Soviet Union for insurgencies in 

the region. 

c. Responsibil ity. A responsible country is 

ai lowed--is exoected--to make decisions for the best 

interests of that country. At times, these decisions will 

De counter to US interests--and we must respect their 

perogative to make those choices. A responsible country is 

also held accountable and must accept the consequences of 

its choices. It is not a help, to the United States or the 

countries of Central America to have the US serve the role 

as a "doting parent" who is always there to provide the 

answer. That approach only fosters resentment and 

ultimately erodes the self-image and confidence of these 

countries. 

d. Human dignity. The ultimate responsibility of a 

government is to mroviOe for nhe needs of its citizens. In 

Central America in particular, zhe attainment o~ essential 

inuman needs is grossly lacking, in pa~ticular, nhe region 

contains masses of peomie wno lack food, sheiter and joDs. 

Attaining these fundamental elements of human dignity is the 

essence of maturity in a nation and the essential mar~:: of 



legitimate government. A government that looks away from 

its moral responsibiiity to provide this basic human 0ignity 

for its citizens canno~_ progress: and will ultimately Fall 

to revolutionary change. US pol icy must support the 

oevei opment of human dignity in the region--American puDlic 

support will accept no less. This real ity is the essense of 

responsible government, and must be central to our efforts. 

it is not a goal that will come quickly or easily, but we 

must always seek it. For if we yield on this point, ~e both 

contribute to the problem in the region and also erode our 

own val ues. 

V. A basis for pol icy. 

I pra0ose that the basis for United States policy in 

Cennrai America needs to have a oositive basis--to seek 

attainment of US interests in the region. I believe this 

focus provides a more effective Oasis than one which mereiy 

seeks to react to threats, no matter how serious those 

threats seem to be. I further propose that the ioeas 

presented above form the right basis for US policy in 

Central America. I note that the word "'democracy" was not 

used, not because that isn't a worthy goal , but ~ecause the 

countries of the region need more than the democratic 

processes of US-style democracy. More important tinan 

democracy itsei+, these countries need the ~i1! to aaapt the 

core values of our democracy, the values described at least 

in part in the preceeding section, if that will can be 



oeveioped, the adoption of a0propriate democrati,- or ocesses 

~ill ,-ertainly follow. If these core values do not mature 

in these countries, all the democratic mechanisms in the 

world will not solve the problem or serve the interests of 

the United States. The key is nation building--out nation 

building in the image of Western values. Given the societal 

starting point of the Central American countries, this will 

certainly be a long and difficult, but not impossible, 

un0ertaking, i propose now to review briefly two areas of 

US concern in the region, drugs and insurgency, in the light 

of this basis, and then conclude with some thoughts on 

nation building as part of the larger national strategy. 

PARI ': SOME PLAIN THINKING ON CHOICES FOR CENTRAL AMERICA 

i. Drugs: Lessons from a rhinoceros. 

In one of my elective rourses at the National War 

College, we spent several weeks reviewing the US efforts to 

eradicate and interdict the Latin American sources of drugs 

to the United States. It turned out to be a frustr=_~ting, 

discouraging review. Towards the end of our 

d i s c u s . = i o n s - - a n d  s e e m i n g l y  o u t  oT t h e  b l u e - - o n e  o f  t h e  

stuoents offereO astor,/ about rhinoceros horns, it -eems 

r_ha~_ ~_ne African rhinoceros is becoming e'(tinct. This 

condition has been causea in large part because of the 

intense demand and willingness to pay a great deal of money 



for the rninoceros horn in certain parts of the world. In 

oru~r to protect the remaining animal , African governments 

have taken extraordinary steps--to include placing armed 

guards on the animals. Although these steps served to make 

the horns more oifficult to obtain and even more valuable, 

suoo]iers were willing to take the extra risk in return for 

the higher fee they then charged and received. The 

rhinoceros killings continued. In factq the only efforts 

that oroved to be even modestly effective were efforts to 

explain the broader problem to those who wanted the horns 

and to suggest alternatives to meet their needs.l 

As we look a t  our  Orug problem in t h e  U n i t e d  =_ares  and 

the  most p u b l i c i z e d  e f f o r t s  t o  a t t a c k  i t ,  t h e  l e s s o n s  f rom 

the  r h i n o c e r o s  s t o r y  seem p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e l e v a n t .  The US 

s o l u t i o n  to  our  drug problem seeks p r i m a r i l y  t o  add ress  t h e  

"supply" end of the problem, as was the case with blip 

r h i n o c e r o s  s t o r y .  These " s u p p l y  s i d e "  e f f o r t s  w i l l  no t  

b r i n g  success as long as t h e r e  i s  a demand t h a t  i s  wi i  l ing 

to  pay t he  p r i c e  f o r  t he  i t em.  Put more b i u n t l y ~  t h e  drug 

orobiem in the  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  cannot  be s o l v e d  in  t h e  coca or  

mar i j uana  f i e i o s  of L a t i n  Amer ica .  Our drug prob lem must be 

u i t i m a z e i y  so l ved  i n s i o e  r_ne UniteO S t a t e s .  

I be] ieve the acceptance and understanding of this 

point is vital to choosing the right courses of action for 

Central America. Most importantly, these choices must be 

oriented to and fully support the basis developed in PART I. 



Fhese foreign policy choices must also genuinely oecome part 

of ~he domestic solution to our 0rug proolem in the United 

States. Using these criteria to review our efforts, I 

believe that some past and ongoing anti-drug programs are 

seriously flawed and have served to 0iminish US interests in 

the region without substantially helping the problem. In 

particular: 

o The o v e r a l l  t h r u s t  of the a n t i - d r u g  program, 

( i n t e r d i c t i o n ,  e r a d i c a t i o n ,  c e r t i f i c a t i o n 2 ) ,  tends to  focus 

on L a t i n  America. as the source of the US drug prob lem.  Th is  

thrust produces resentment in Latin American countries ~-Jho 

see themselves as wrongly being cast as the scapegoat for 

what is funOamental ]y a US probl era. If "responsibi] ity" is 

a cmaracteristic we seek to foster in these developing 

countries, we shoLCid start by setting the example an0 

accepting responsibil ity for our own drug oroblem. 

o The Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) efforts in Latin 

America to develop, train and employ para-military units r_o 

interdict the orug SLLOQIV at its source have gone far beyond 

the levels of useful or helpful assistance. This overt US 

presence, and often leadership, serves to undermine the 

i egitimacv and authority of the governments we are 

' a s s i s t i n g  ." 

o l-he LIS Pol icy has not been primarily focused, nor 

oeen 0articulariy successful, in helping t_hese countries 



deal with the problems that drug traffic and use causes in 

their own countries. 

o 

intrusive and demeaning to Latin American countries. 

impact on United States foreign policy is not helpful 

its benefit to the US drug problem is not obvious. 

The Congressional certification process is vie~;ed as 

Its 

and 

I bei ieve the right pol icy separates the proolem and 

the solution into two distinct parts--the 0roolem in the 

United States and the problem in Latin America. The problem 
o 

in the United States is ours, and that should be the primary 

focus of solutions to the US "drug war." The proolem in 

Latin America is theirs--albeit a problem that oirect]y 

affects us--and we can ano should assist those countries as 

they seek to solve their Droblems. This distinction and 

l in~:age is imoortant ann usefui . For it is certainly true 

that as we held Latin American countries make progress in 

solving their drug problems, this progress is helpful to us. 

it is even more significant that as we solve our problem in 

the United States, we will assist them in solving theirs. 

So ~hile the problems and solutions are not indeoenoent, it 

is imoortant to real ize that the problem has two oarts. We 

are responsiole ~oP one, the Latin American countrles mL:St 

De resoonsible for the other. United States druq poi icy for 

Central America should center on assistinq those count~ies 

to develop the law enforcement, judicial, and education 

mechanisms to attack the problem. The presence of the drug 



culture in these countries is a corrosive influence on the 

society and is damaging to the development we seek. We can 

and snould exert strong leverage to encourage aggressive, 

effective actions to solve these problems. 

In particular, I believe the United States should: 

o Discontinue the Congressional "certification" 

process. The public airing of these matters does not 

achieve the results we are seeking and often is extremely 

harmful to other foreign pol icy efforts. The United States 

has ample leverage to make our point with these countries. 

Useful leverage is not normally appl led in the publ ic 

domain, and in this case droves the norm. 

o Get the DEA out of the paPa-oil itary business in 

Peru and Bol ivia. Our DEA efforts ex'tend beyond the 

advisory level and damage the development oojectives of the 

proposed ÷oreign pol icy oasis. These DEA advisors should be 

withdrawn and only reintro0uced in their more traditional 

intelligence gathering role as part o~ a coordinated foreign 

Dol icy strategy in the region. 

o Shift the ouOl ic focus of the anti-drug campaign to 

the 'demand side" problem in the United States. Recent 

pubi ic opinion dolls suggest that Americans feel 

sufficiently threatened by drugs to bite this bullet ano 

accept mope user sanctions and education efforts. This 

oubl ic focus in the United States would al low the "public" 



f o r e i g n  poi i c y  e f f o r t s  to  focus ,on the p o s i t i v e  fo rm-  :,f 

genuine developmental  a s s i s t a n c e  w h i l e  us ing our i everage in 

the reg ion  more e f f e c t i v e l y .  

o Continue providing anti-narcotics assistance 

(education, training, e0uioment, etc.) to countries seeking 

to solve their problem. Direct US support, (e.g. 

eraoication spraying), should be considered carefully if 

re0ueszeO and conducted with the primary goal of developing 

that ca0abil itv within the country itself. 

I discussed the drug issue first because I bel ieve it 

serves as a useful e;.,'amole of the basic dilemma between 

positive and negative aspects of our foreign poi icy in the 

~egion. If we could imagine a Central America with 

effective, responsible governments, it is ,di~-ficult to see 

th~ ,]PLL,:q problem in its current light. The ~ight_ foreign 

poi icy goal is. to heip .and encourage these countr, ies to 

aodress .and solve their own problems. It is always tempting 

to want to stem in and remove these problems (threats.) 

ourselves--for we usually can fix the immediate problem. 

But the seal 1 tactical victories are of 1 ittie vaiLie if the 

roc,~ ,-auses of the orobiem remain, recall the finger, in the 

oii::e anaic, gy. Our t:act;,_-ai intervention in Cen~.a~ 

Amerl,_-~s proo]ems is u.itimately harmful to our iarger 

poi i,:y ,-,cjectiv'e. 



If. Low Intensity Conf]ict can be pretty intense. 

As in so many areas in I ire, ~here you stand deoenos in 

large Dart on where you. sit. There has r.e_enr ~I~ y emerged in 

the United Star_es a reawareness of insurgency and 

counterinsurgency warfare. The momentum for these ideas has 

been so strong that now they are often cited as a new 

dimension of United States national strategy. The broad 

title given to these topics in the current discL:ssions is 

c t ~;~' ~ "Low intensity CDn~] i ~(./ Unfortunately for the people in 

the affected countries, the conflict is sometimes very 

intense. 

/ 

One of the great tragedies in Central America is the 

seemingi',, endless insurgencies--wars--that e'.,'ist throu~hout 

the region. The United States pol icy in this area has been 

diverse--~e su0oorted the insurgents in Nicaragua, the 

governments in El Sa]vador and HonOuras and have been 

essentiai]y a non-o]ayer in Guatamala. In 0articuiar, the 

US support for the Contras oecame tne center of the 

exzremely divisive debate within the Congress, the American 

oubi ic and the countries of the region--and essential ly 

ousned aii other issues to the side. While a bipartisan 

ronsensus regarding US support for the Contras now appears 

to be emerging, there remain many tough issues regarding the 

other insurgencies in the region. I bel ieve our basis from 

PART i is useful for shaping US pol icy choices with regards 



to insurgency. But first, it will be helpful to oause ano 

review two points concerning these Central American 

i nsur-gen c i es. 

The current insurgencies in Latin America received 

their boost in the early 60's with the consol idatina_ of 

Fidel Castro's power in Cuba and his support for 

revolutionary change throughout Latin America. It is 

important to note that in recent times the Castro strategy 

which succeeded in Cuba--the mil itary focus strategy--only 

succee0eo once.. Despite several attempts to repl irate it in 

the region, the Cuban rail itary focus strategy has not 

worked. The insurgents in Guatemala were decisively 

defeated in 1972. When guerrillas in Guatemala and E'I 

Salvador stepped up their activities in the early 80's 

fol lowing the Sandinista victory in Nicaragua.2 they were 

again effectively contained. 

/ 

Second, I believe it is useful to note the nature of 

the insurgencies in the region. Although it is common to 

refer to these insurgencies as "Marxist", that descriotion 

masks their- exact nature. It is certainly true that the 

dominant leaders in these insurgent groups exoress a 

commitment to Mar:.'ism-Leninism. Most received their 

training in Curia, (the mi]itary focus strategy), and most 

i~ave a strong i~!arxist-Leninist ideological Oias. Tt is also 

no douOt true that most ranK and file guerrillas Inave no 

iaeoiogical bias. ]hey are fighting because of the 



hopelessness of their existance--for a personal inuman 

dignity. Most don't care aOout the form of government in 

their country. Instead, they only care that they are able 

to live a decent life. (The real tragedy is that they end 

up fighting for a system that can't give them what they 

seek). 

With these two reflections as a background, ~-Je can seek 

to shape the directions our 0ol icies should take. As was 

the case with the drug problem, I believe it is important to 

separate the 0i~Lensions of the problem into its internal and 

the external components. Using our foreign 0oi icy basis 

from PART i, it is clear that The US must expect each 
t 

country to accept responsibility for conducting its own 

internal counterinsurgency effort--an effort that tlne United 

States can and should assist. The United States also can 

and should unilateral ly take aopropriate action to influence 

the external ~roblem. We can and should use our ieveraq_e 

with these outside counzries to cease their suDDort for 

insurgencies in the region. 

/ 

With regard to our support to Central American 

countries in their counterinsurgency actions, clearly our 

suooort, is imoorEant--sometimes essential--and shoL!i(~ 

conr_inue. But the nature of this support must fundamental l y 

supoort the broader national develooment c.bjec~ives. The 

counterinsurgency problem is both a military and a social 

one, and the solution involves action on both fronts. 



I believe in particular that the social dimension to 

the .-ounterinsurgency efforts in Central America is becoming 

vital iv important. As mentioned earl ier, the mil itary focus 

strategy has been a resounding failure in the region. 

There appear signs now, however, of an emerging shift by the 

insurgents to the protracted popular war strategy--the 

strategy that was successful in China, Vietnam and arguably 

in Nicaragua. The recent political moves by the FMLN in El 

Salvador indicate this possible move toward a new strategy 

in that ,-onfl iCto. These shifts are important because if 

true, the government's response must shift to compete for 

the support of the populace as a specific part of their 

counterinsurgency strategy, (an action that is less 

important when deal ing with a rail itary focus strategy). 

This strategy shift, pius the "exoteric" aopeal <i.e. 

concrete grievances) to the rank and file guerrillas lead to 

~he obvious imperative to ,~eal with social grievances as a 

p r i o r i t y  concern .3 

In p a r t i c u l a r ,  US p o l i c y  cho i ces  shou ld  f o l l o w  these  

gu ide l  i n e s :  

o We must use the !evecage of our suopoct to seek 

Qrogcess in both areas, miiitary and social. 

o We must avoid the inclination to jumo in an.~ try to 

solve Zhe problem ourselves, as we ul timately did in Vietnam 

and with the Contcas. These inclinations are harmful to the 

OroaOer policy objective. 



o We shouldn't be afraid of a "populist" or "leftist" 

government if that government is legitimate and more able to 

provide the development that the countries need.4 

o We should consider carefully and be prepared to 

terminate support for a regime that fails to move toward the 

development of human rights objectives.5 

o Finally, we must remember that the more openly the 

UniteO States is involved in supporting the government's 

counterinsurgency operations, especially with military 

support, the more we unify the opposition. In most 

countries, these opposition forces consist of several 

factions who often do not agree on the goals and strategies 

of their opposition. Opposition to the United States can 

become a great unifying theme, thereby actually hindering 

the counterinsurgency effort.6 

The recent compromise between the Bush Administration 

an0 the Congress is cause for hope that we can soon put the 

Contra problem behind us. But the problems of insurgency 

remain throughout Central America, and additional wise 

choices will be required in future decisions. I believe the 

nature of our military support to El Salvador has been 

aporooriate and consistent with our basis. I oo not see 

evioence, however, that we have sufficiently emphasized the 

importance of the social dimension in that conflict.7 The 

government in El Salvador cannot succeed without solving the 

legitimate grievances of its people. 



• ] 

IIi. Some final thoughts on development. 

It is clear that the key to progress in economic, 

political and social development begins with the will of the 

governments to seek this development. For in every case, 

development requires the redistribution of Power and 

influence within the country, and therefore those with power 

will tend to resist the changes. Our leverage must be used 

to strengthen that will for evolutionary change. 

But i f  the w i l l  t o  change i s  a d i f f i c u l t  but e s s e n t i a l  

f i r s t  s t e p ,  i t  i s  not  a lways enough. These Cent ra l  American 

c o u n t r i e s  lack the t e c h n i c a l  knowledge, expe r i ence  and 

resources  t h a t  e x i s t  in the developed c o u n t r i e s .  US 

a s s i s t a n c e  can and should p l ay  a v i t a l  r o l e  in meet ing t h i s  

need. And wh i l e  our a s s i s t a n c e  o f t en  i s  reduced t o  a number 

of " t h i n g s "  t h a t  we p r o v i d e  to  a c o u n t r y ,  we shou ld  never  

f o r g e t  t h a t  these t a n g i b l e  f r u i t s  of our a id  are i m p o r t a n t  

on ly  as they  c o n t r i b u t e  to  the broader  development goa l s  

o u t l i n e d  th roughou t  t h i s  paper .  I o f f e r  some r e f l e c t i o n s  on 

economic, soc ia l  and pol i t i c a l  development in t h i s  b roader  

contex t .  

A. Economic. 

o The debt problem in the region is routinely and 

correctly cited as a crippiing obstacle to economic 

development in Latin America. Because the Central American 

countries are so small, their lower gross debt often leaves 



the perception that this isn't as large a problem in Central 

America as it is in other countries. (Certainly for the 

lenders who are worried about repayment, they are a smaller 

problem.) Yet, when looking at the numbers on a per capita 

basis, these countries move well up on the list (especially 

Costa Rica). Debt is in fact a key problem for several 

countries in the region. But the solution of the debt 

problem--even though it is an essential precondition to 

development--won't produce economic development. The 

unfortunate decisions which produced the debt resulted from 

the economic system which still exists in these countries. 

Thus, while we should applaud and encourage the emerging 

debt reduction ideas as important steps to remove a key 

obstacle to national development, these efforts in 

themselves do not move us toward that goal . 

o A developing country needs a physical basis~ an 

infrastructure, on which to base this economic development. 

As mentioned earlier, this is often viewed only in terms of 

physical outputs, (e.g. roads, schools, water projects, 

etc.), rather than as an instrument of nation building. In 

the United States, we first turned to the US Army (the 

Army's Cords of Eng ineers ) ,  to  p rov ide  much of t h i s  ~ork .  I 

bei ieve t h i s  US exper ience p rov ides  the r i g h t  bas is  f o r  

oursu ing t h i s  dimension of development in Central America. 

I suggest t ha t  the Corps of Engineers be given the 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  developing a capabi l  i t y  to  a s s i s t  the 

Central American c o u n t r i e s  to  develop t h e i r  own "Corps of 



Eng ineers . "  This  concept should be tes ted  in one or two of 

the c o u n t r i e s  in the reg ion ,  and then expanded as deemed 

a p p r o p r i a t e  by the r e s u l t s . 8  

B. Social  . 

o The United States can make an impor tant  c o n t r i b u t i o n  

to  soc ia l  progress in i t s  i n t e r a c t i o n  w i th  the m i l i t a r y  in 

these c o u n t r i e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  the young o f f i c e r s .  The 

m i l i t a r y  t r a d i t i o n  in these c o u n t r i e s  i s  not one of i d e n t i t y  

wi th the people..  Our m i l i t a r y  ass is tance  and t r a i n i n g  can 

be an impor tant  l e v e r  to  promote western va lues in the 

m i l i t a r y  o f f i c e r s  in these c o u n t r i e s .  The e a r l i e r  

suggest ion concerning the use of Army engineers in the 

nat ion b u i l d i n g  process would be an e x c e l l e n t  example of 

t h i s  idea.  

C. F'ol i t i c a l  . 

o Th is  becomes the most d i f f i c u l t  dimension to  a f f e c t  

o v e r t l y .  This p o l i t i c a l  dimension de f ines  the essense of a 

government, and US leverage i n e v i t a b l y  smacks of unwarranted 

i n t e r v e n t i o n  i n t o  the i n t e rna l  a f f a i r s  of a c o u n t r y .  

Nonetheless, progress in t h i s  area, e s p e c i a l l y  the i n t e g r i t y  

of the j u d i c i a l  system, should be a major f a c t o r  when 

cons ide r ing  ass i s tance  to  a c o u n t r y .  I t  i s  ques t i onab le  i f  

a count ry  who cannot or w i l l  not progress in the p o l i t i c a l  

oimension has the w i l l  t ha t  i s  essen t i a l  f o r  p rogress .  



History shows that a government which lacks such will 

eventually fails. 

IV. What about the big picture? 

The global c o n t e x t .  Th is  paper almost n a i v e l y  avoids 

the east -west  dimension to  the problem in Central  America. 

There are two reasons f o r  t h i s :  

i. I do not believe the Soviet Union has an abiding 

interest in the region. I believe their major goal in the 

region is to make mischief for the United States, thereby 

distracting our energies from more important geostrategic 

issues. 

. 

is to deal directly with the Soviet Union. For instance, 

the most effective way to influence Soviet activity in 

Central America I ies probably in actions we could take in 

Eastern Europe.9 

I believe the best way to address east-west issues 

The f a c t  t ha t  a Central  American coun t ry  i s  warming to  the 

Russians or Cubans is  not in i t s e l f  a bad s i g n .  I f  t h i s  

"warmth" r e s u l t s  in p o l i c i e s  which are not in our i n t e r e s t s ,  

we Should deal w i th  the Central American c o u n t r i e s  wi th  

re fe rence to  those p o l i c i e s ,  not t h e i r  i deo log i ca l  b a s i s .  

The Regional Context. The emergence of the ability of 

the ~ive presidents to propose regional solutions should be 



encouraged. This seems to me to be a major step in their 

evolution to more responsible governments. If we have 

disagreements over a particular policy, we should ensure 

that they understand our views and the possible consequences 

of choosing options which harm our interests. But if they 

choose an option because it best meets their interests, we 

should view that as an enormous step forward in their 

development. 

I f  ou r  b a s i s  f o r  Un i ted  S ta tes  f o r e i g n  pol i c y  were 

adopted,  the  O r g a n i z a t i o n  of American S t a t e s  (OAS) cou ld  

o f f e r  promise f o r  r e g i o n a l  a c t i o n  on problems f a c i n g  the  

hemisphere.  I t  would have to  be a d i f f e r e n t  k i n d  of  

OAS--with a l e s s  dominant Un i ted  S t a t e s .  I t  cou ld  p r o v i d e  

an a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  the  Un i ted  Na t ions  when i s s u e s  suggest  a 

" m u l t i l a t e r a l  " s o l u t i o n .  

The National Context. This has been the focus of this 

paper. I have argued that the long term interests of the 

United States are best served if the countries in Central 

America become responsible and self-sufficient nations, and 

that all of our pol icy choices must be ultimately judged in 

regards to their positive contribution to that goal . I have 

tried to point out the difficulties inherent in this 

approach--particularly the fact that their culture is so 

different from ours and the danger of always being viewed as 

intervening in their affairs. I simply believe that if we 

genuinely frame our pol icy choices to support this policy 



objective that these difficulties will be overcome. It will 

be a long and frustrating process, but it can succeed. 

A final point. 

be a comprehensive critique of United States policy with 

regards to Central America. I frankly don't know enough 

about these issues to be able to make that kind of claim. 

did intend to show that the basis developed in PART 1 could 

be reasonably applied to the tough issues facing the United 

States in this region. The possibility that my analysis in 

PART 2 may be incomplete wasn't vital to my purposes. If 

readers can apply the basis with more complete knowledge of 

the issues and thereby develop even better options, then 

this paper has truly served its purpose. 

PART 2 of this paper is not intended to 



PART I. 

ENBNOTES 

I. These three reasons were adapted from the statement of 
US interests in the January 1988 document of the National 
Security Strategy of the United States. These interests are 
included at Annex A. 

2. The preceeding discussion is based in large part on the 
statement of US interests in Central America as described in 
the January 1984 R@port of the National Bipartisan 
Commission on Central America, (the "Kissenger Commission"). 
This statement is included at Annex B. 

3. I merely note here that if we are successful, we would 
free up the national energy and resources to tackle the more 
important interests in this hemisphere--our interests with 
the larger countries in Latin America who represent the vast 
majority of the region's people and resources. This 
reflection is consistent with the main theme of Abraham 
Lowenthal's article, "No Longer Central", in the January 
1988 issue of Fqreign Service Journal, pp 22-28. 

4. This conversation took place with COL Wes Ludwig in the 
locker room of the ist Brigade Gym, Ft Leonard Wood, MO. 

5. This discussion of interests from the Central American 
perspective were derived from notes taken at lectures at the 
National War College by prominent regional experts. While 
the text in this paper is my own, I am confident that my 
discussion fairly represents these interests. 

6. The bas i c  o u t l  ine  f o r  t h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  was taken from 
.]acquel ine A Braveboy-Wagner 's  book INTERPRETING THE THIRD 
WORLD P o l i t i c s ~  Economics, and Soc ia l  I s s u e s ,  p 194. The 
development of t he  t e x t  t o  suppo r t  the  o u t l i n e  i s  my own. 

PART ~ 

i. I am told that this story has appeared in many places. 
This version was offered by LTC Dave Wilson, US Army, in a 
class at the National War College. 

2. This certification refers to the requirement in the 
Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 for the Adminiszration to 
" c e r t i f y "  t o  the  Congress t h a t  the  major n a r c o t i c s  p roduc ing  
or t r a f f i c k i n g  c o u n t r i e s  have cooperated f u l l y  w i t h  t he  
Un i ted  S t a t e s ,  o r  taken adequate s t e p s  on t h e i r  own to 
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..... .:---Lew B r z e z i n s k i  in  h i s  book,  Game P l a n .  
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ANNEX A: U. S. INTERESTS 

This annex contains the statement of US interests as 
described in the January 1988 edition of the National 
Security Strategy of the United States, p 3~ 

'*Our National Secu r i t y  St rategy r e f l e c t s  our nat iona l  
i n t e r e s t s  and presents a broad plan f o r  achiev ing the 
nat ional o b j e c t i v e s  tha t  support those i n t e r e s t s .  The key 
nat ional  i n t e r e s t s  which our s t r a t egy  seeks to assure and 
pro tec t  inc lude:  

I. The survival of the United States as a free and 
independent nation~ with its fundamental values intact and 
its institutions and people secure. 

2. A heal thy  arLd growing U.S. economy to  prov ide 
oppor tun i t y  f o r  i nd i v i dua l  p r o s p e r i t y  and a resource base 
f o r  our nat ional  endeavors. 

3. A s tab le  and secure world~ f ree  of major t h r e a t s  to U.S. 
i n t e r e s t s .  

4. The growth of human freedom, democratic i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  
and f ree market economies throughout the world~ l inked by a 
f a i r  and open i n t e r n a t i o n a l  t rad ing  system. 

5. Healthy and v igorous a l l i a n c e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s . "  



ANNEX B: U.S. INTERESTS IN CENTRAL AMERICA 

This annex contains the statement of U.S. interests in 
Central America as contained in the .January 1984 Report of 
the National B~partisan Commission on Central America, 
p37-38 .  

"U.S. Interests in the Crisis 

When s t r a t e g i c  i n t e r e s t s  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  moral i n t e r e s t s ,  
the clash presents  one of the c l a s s i c  cha l lenges  to  con f ron t  
s o c i e t i e s  and statesman. But in Central America today ,  our 
s t r a t e g i c  and moral i n t e r e s t s  c o i n c i d e .  We sha l l  deal l a t e r  
in  the r e p o r t  w i t h  the s p e c i f i c s  of those i n t e r e s t s .  But in 
broad terms they must i n c l u d e :  

* To preserve the moral authority of the United States. To 
be perceived by pthers as a nation that does what is right 
because it is right is one of this country's principal 
assets. 

* To improve the l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s  of the people of Central 
America. They are ne ighbors .  The i r  human need i s  t i n d e r  
w a i t i n g  to  be i g n i t e d .  And i f  i t  i s ,  the c o n f l a g r a t i o n  
could th rea ten  the e n t i r e  hemisphere. 

* To advance the cause of democracy, b road ly  d e f i n e d ,  
w i t h i n  the hemisphere. 

* To strengthen the hemispheric system by strengthening 
what is now, in both economic and social terms, one of its 
weakest links. 

* To promote peaceful change in Central America while 
resisting the violation of democracy by force and terrorism. 

* To prevent  h o s t i l e  f o r ces  from s e i z i n g  and expanding 
cont ro l  in a s t r a t e g i c a l l y  v i t a l  area of the Western 
Hemisphere. 

* To bar the Sov ie t  Union from conso loda t ing  e i t h e r  
d i r e c t l y  or through Cuba a h o s t i l e  f oo tho ld  on the American 
continents in order to advance its strategic purposes." 


